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THE NEURO-PSYCHICAL ELEMENT IN 
CONJUGAL AVERSION. 1 

By SMITH BAKER, M.D. 

T HE steps which lead to the discovery of conjugal 
aversion as a factor in the aetiology and portraiture 
of certain neuro-psychopathies are marked sever¬ 
ally by difficulties somewhat different from those charac¬ 
teristic of other investigations. 

Primarily the disclosure is largely a result of confi¬ 
dence on the part of the sufferer, evoked by his recogni¬ 
tion of a certain innate sympathy as well as strength on 
the part of the investigator; while secondarily, success 
depends upon a most comprehensive knowledge of 
human nature, and the keenness and patience and expe¬ 
rience which enable the neurologist to use his knowl¬ 
edge at the right moment. 

Some people reveal the condition of conjugal aversion 
quite voluntarily, and because of craving for recognition 
and sympathy, if not for remedial help; others disclose 
the true state of things only as it appears to them to 
favor their better interests; while others still require 

1 Presented to the American Neurological Association, at New York, 
June 22, 23 and 24, 1892. 
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persistent invitation and encouragement before any 
phase of the truth can be ascertained. 

With reference to the confidential disclosures them¬ 
selves, many of them are so replete with misleading 
suggestiveness, that it not infrequently seems impossible 
to trust one’s judgment as to what is really truthful or 
otherwise, or needed or not required for proper relief. 
Equally is this true with reference to the confidences of 
either sex. If the complainant be a male, he may offer 
as an essential part of his revelation that the wife suffers 
from obnoxious leucorrhoea, or that she complains of 
local irritability and pain, seems to be nauseated and 
loosened at the bowels; or suffers from extreme palpita¬ 
tion or severe sense of exhaustion, or that she simply 
rebels for indefinite and inexplicable reasons against his 
invitations and advances to intercourse. More than once, 
however, have I discovered eventually that such asserva- 
tions were quite or entirely false, and that they were 
attempts really at self-justification on the part of one, in 
whom the true reason existed primarily, while the wife’s 
interference, if at all, came simply as a reflex from his 
-own feeling. 

Thus in the case of a working-man, full-blooded and 
hearty, who complained of refusal for reasons he could 
not understand, I found that the true reason for his dis¬ 
comfiture lay in the fact that he himself had come to 
regard the conjugal and its resultant parental relation as 
of increasing importance, and that while his wife was 
neither more nor less solicitous, he had slowly developed 
conjugal aversion because of depressing retrospections 
upon his own earlier indulgences. 

In this case there was no history of true psychical 
impotence, but simply one of increasing aversion to co¬ 
habitation with the one who could legitimately expect 
and demand it. Other cases could be reported, where 
retrospective views of life not revealing things which 
could be brought up to standards since adopted, have 
interfered more or less seriously with conjugal relations, 
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and so have laid the basis of wonder, of questioning, of 
differences, and even worse. 

Again a man may find himself progressively becom¬ 
ing antipathetic, through recognition of the comparatively 
less-developed personality of the one to whom he happens 
to be married. Marrying, perhaps, before he has learned 
to accurately judge of character and its tendencies, he 
awakens in time to the fact that he is honorably bound 
to live all his physiological life with, not a real com¬ 
panion, but a mere counterpart. His own nature has 
been one to expand responsively to all the developmental 
influences about him; but his wife has proven practically 
to be a developmental arrest at the immature wifehood 
stage. As man is constituted there is always danger 
that when he finds himself thus dissatisfied, he will drift 
into other more congenial associations and indulgences. 
The land is filled with people married in name and still 
respectable who have really diverged at just this point; 
while numberless fellowships outside the home, attest 
some of the ways in which relief for others is sought 
for and said to be found. 

Mr. A., aged twenty-seven, married at twenty years 
of age to a woman three years his senior. To them two 
children were born during the first four years of their 
married life. Mr. A. is a man of goodly heritage, and 
has developed mentally and morally with every experi¬ 
ence. His wife, although she had three years of culture 
the start, has not so developed. Her reading, her 
mission, her social efforts, her personal care are quite 
what they were, or even less important than at the begin¬ 
ning. And now, since the birth of the last child, her 
husband has slowly but surely come to feel that she is 
not only at a standstill, but that she is utterly incapable 
of keeping up with him in the several positions which 
his ability and enterprise assure them and their chil¬ 
dren ; while at the same time he has recognized the 
development of an aversion to marital relations with her 
which now occasionally lfeads to fault-finding on her part, 
and even to expressions of various suspicions and direct 
accusations of infidelity. He continues to be upright, 
patient, and more or less hopeful of a more satisfactory 
state of things. In another instance, very similar in 



SMITH BAKER. 


672 

many details, the long-suffering, disappointed man has 
allowed himself to drift into serious sexual perversions 
which may result at anytime in total disaster. 

J. H., married at the age of twenty-six to a woman of 
the same age—the parties seemingly being well mated 
in every way. She desired children; he felt himself 
inadequate to the assumption of increased responsibili¬ 
ties, and allowed himself indulgence in coitus reservatus 
only. As time went on this became distasteful, and 
advice was sought as to the reason and remedy; after 
which, upon concluding that progency constituted the 
fortune he really wanted, he found that his masterful 
cheating of nature had resulted in her cheating him, in 
turn, out of all desire for conjugal favors. Children have 
come to him, but notwithstanding this, sexual contact 
with the wife who seems always to have been as lovely 
as she has been patient, has become increasingly anti¬ 
pathetic. 

Such cases as this should not be confounded with 
those in which previous indulgences and immoralities 
have led on to true psychical impotence. The real con¬ 
dition is that of inhibition of desire rather than of 
ineffective accomplishment, and oftentimes the inhibi¬ 
tion seems to relate to some particular rather than to all 
persons. 

Thus a middle-aged man, father of four children, who 
expressed himself as, after all, preferably sleeping with 
an iceberg to his married wife, did not hesitate to affirm 
that he would go on his knees through flood and fire to 
have intercourse with a certain other woman unde¬ 
scribed. 

Possibly in the defections of many a home circle, the 
element of marital aversion has a most controlling and 
destructive influence. Indeed this appears somewhat 
distinctly to be the case when we consider histories that 
less occasionally come to light. 

A man of forty years of age had endured the sexual 
indifference and repulsion of his wife for fifteen years, 
but had been all along more or less hopeful of a change 
for the better; meanwhile his own appetite for indul¬ 
gence had subsided to such an extent that he sought 
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advice for some supposed injurious disease of either the 
reproductive organs or of the central nervous system. 
When told that none of either class was discernable, he 

exclaimed, “ then its that-- woman,” naming his wife, 

and that he would not endure it any longer. Within a 
day or two a newspaper item revealed that my client had 
departed unobserved and untraceable. Of course, excep¬ 
tional cases may not establish a rule. 

But let us study this matter of conjugal aversion as 
found in the feminine field—a much wider and more 
important, yet more difficult, one in every sense. As a 
matter of common observation, the sexual appetite of 
many women does not reveal itself except as the result 
of education and practice. That this sort of natural- 
unnatural condition is the source of much disappoint¬ 
ment and of intense suffering on the part of woman 
herself, as well as of family dissatisfaction, and some¬ 
times worse, we have already seen, and it is something 
that may be confirmed almost everywhere. 

Mrs. X., country born and bred, was trained by her 
mother from early childhood to believe that everything 
appertaining to the sexual relations was to be repre¬ 
hended and repressed; and likewise that men gener¬ 
ally were a class of insatiable brutes who, if not entirely 
avoidable, were to be tolerated as distantly as possible. 
In time, however, the daughter married a man who was 
not only possessed of manly sentiments and capabilities, 
but was also able to afford a desirable home and position 
in society. To this couple children were born at long 
intervals; but it would grieve a heart of stone to hear 
the father tell of his family experiences; while the 
children, who have all been under my care at times, give 
force to the suggestion that, as children, they have 
deserved a better inheritance than one of unhappiness 
and ill-health ; and in the case of the eldest, a daughter, 
there has been such a clash of counter-currents in her 
personality, that betwixt an intrusive overbearing sexu¬ 
ality on the one hand, and a morbid tyrannical conscience 
on the other, she has been subjected to several attacks of 
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hysterical melancholia, with painful illusions of sexual 
contact and assault, and suicidal tendencies not a few. 

If the grandmother could have foreseen the devilish¬ 
ness of the train of morbidity she inaugurated by her 
hyper-puritanical notions concerning sexual impulses 
and relations, she might have saved at least two genera¬ 
tions from unhealth of both body and mind. Many 
times have I thus found that feminine sexual indiffer¬ 
ence, or aversion in one generation, has had its origin 
seemingly, in dominant hyper-moral and hyper-religious 
ideas in preceding generations one or more. Sometimes 
it first comes to light upon the marriage bed, as in a case 
where a bride of a single night left her groom forever 
because of the freezing disgust with which she recoiled 
from her first coital experience. Perhaps in this in¬ 
stance, as is certainly the fact in others, the aversion 
then or afterward had its origin in the severe and 
unexpectant physical suffering experienced from the 
hymeneal rupture and vaginal distention. 

Mrs. W. consulted me with reference to sterility of 
several years’ duration. The most careful investigation 
disclosed no physical cause whatever; and as she mani¬ 
fested marked sexual excitement during the examina¬ 
tion, it did not then occur to me that aversion might 
have had anything to do with it; so I asked for an 
interview with her husband. This led to but one—a 
very important fact, namely, that he knew he was all 
right; as to his professed regret, a third party could 
unqualifiedly testify. At a subsequent interview the 
wife, of herself, asked if I thought antipathy on her part 
would make any difference; and added that ever since 
her first marital experience, which was so painful that 
she nearly fainted, she had never enjoyed intercourse, 
and, moreover, that she had always so dreaded contact, 
although no longer painful, that she was coming to dis¬ 
like any sort of caress from her husband—a fact that 
stabbed her conscience and made her altogether miser¬ 
able. 

In this case the initiatory pain was s$on recovered 
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from and forgotten; but there had remained for years 
secondary shrugs of aversion, from which there was, as 
yet, no promise of recovery. Undoubtedly dispareunia 
accounts for many instances of conjugal aversion; in¬ 
stances illustrating the effects of physical disparity, too 
violent tittillation, local tenderness, and the like, coming 
frequently under notice. But these are not true cases of 
neuro-psychical aversion sui generis. 

A typical case of true aversion in woman was that of 
Mrs. G., age thirty-six, mother of three children, born 
respectively three, seven, and fourteen years ago, who 
had always done all she could to interfere with proper 
conjugal relations, even to the extent of refusing her 
husband access to her room and bed, and to advising 
him to keep a mistress for his accommodation, and yet 
upon the examining chair this same woman revealed 
an exceptionally intense sexual erethism to which her 
whole being very evidently responded ; while the closest 
investigation disclosed no local malformation, tenderness 
or disease. Careful examination of the husband sug¬ 
gested no physical disparity, and on her part dispareunia 
was not acknowledged. Everything went to show that 
he was a gentleman in all his dealings with her, and 
patient beyond the average. The wife declared her 
aversion to date back to before marriage, and to be 
owing possibly to ugly insinuations and dreadful to-be- 
thought-of revelations of gossipping married women;— 
her own mother not taking pains to inquire or instruct in 
any way. In spite of her aversion she stoutly claimed to 
love her husband, only she did not want him to “ touch ” 
her. Inquiry as to whether there might be another and 
more attractive party, whose “touch” might prove to be 
more agreeable, elicited no compromising blush or other 
evidence, and she seriously affirmed that her observation 
of life had not revealed to her that she could ever endure 
sexual contact with any one. 

Looking back upon this case, I am inclined to think 
that the extreme aversion to conjugal relations, so con¬ 
trary to all that might be predicated of her physical 
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nature, was owing probably to two main reasons: first, 
an individual idiosyncrasy as yet unaccountable; and, 
second, ante-nuptial fright and disgust from vicious gos¬ 
sip ; and that it was kept up by these not only, but by 
the somewhat severe childbed ordeals through which she 
passed. And yet there is another causative element, 
which more recently has come to my knowledge, which 
may be more or less applicable to this case; namely, the too 
ardent advances and conduct on the part of the husband. 
This idea came first from the intimations of an excep¬ 
tionally intelligent woman, that she herself would un¬ 
doubtedly enjoy marital intercourse, if the ardent tittil- 
lation of her loving and loved husband did not so “ take 
her breath away,” as she expressed it, that she had 
instinctively restrained herself, until she now experi¬ 
enced but little if any gratification. Another woman, 
however, declared that she had developed a quite abso¬ 
lute marital indifference because of the paradoxical fact 
that her own nature was too ardent to be satisfied with 
her husband’s means of gratifying it; while a third, full- 
natured and voluptuous, and longing for conjugal com¬ 
panionship, shrunk from marriage because when a little 
girl she had accidentally come upon her parents in the 
coital act and had been frightened into distinctly hyster¬ 
ical convulsions then, and a lingering dread and disgust 
ever since. A peculiarity of this case, which led eventu¬ 
ally to complete examination, was this: Whenever the 
subject of sexuality came across her mind in any way, 
she concomitantly experienced a series of disagreeable 
local formications, which sometimes persisted for an hour 
or two. These proved to be owing to a marked rythmical 
vaginismus which, so far as discoverable, was not due to 
tenderness or disease, and which yielded quite satisfac¬ 
torily to galvanism. But notwithstanding this, the same 
aversion continued even after she became a married 
woman. In fact marriage is said to have increased the 
aversion at the same time that her sexual appetency has 
increased also. But I am reminded, as I think over some 
of these cases, that betwixt the romanticism of woman 
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and her ability to mislead, there are many opportunities 
for blunder on the part of the ordinary observer. 

Another source of marital aversion seems to lie in the 
fact that substitution of mechanical, and iniquitous ex¬ 
citations affords more thorough satisfaction than the 
mutual, legitimate ones do. I have known of cases of 
men who so much preferred the former to the latter, 
that they voluntarily refrained from conjugal approaches 
because of it. Obviously it must remain for the women 
members of the profession to investigate the matter of 
self-stupration as appertaining to woman herself. But 
that it is a source of much exhaustion, local suffering, 
and general disquietude and discomfiture, is evident 
enough to all. In a number of instances I have sus¬ 
pected this to be the source of otherwise inexplicable 
conjugal aversion. 

A perfectly formed woman, of a family healthy and 
prolific for several generations, married to a scholar and 
gentleman, who awaits patiently the marital solicitations 
of his wife, finds herself shrinking from every sort of 
objective contact with the generative organs. On the 
examining chair she wriggles and protests, and evinces 
marked aversion and disgust—including much that is 
evidently feigned and hysterical. Yet the instinctive 
lubrications and bodily attitudes and movements are all 
present; and the fact of a hyper-developed sexual nature 
evident in almost every imaginable way. Inspection 
shows the labia, clitoris, introitus vaginae all to be 
thoroughly congested and erectile, and that without ap¬ 
preciable leucorrhoea to account for it. Repeated exam¬ 
ination under differing circumstances has not led to 
any other conclusion than that the woman has enjoyed 
her self-originated excitements so thoroughly that the 
experiences of the marriage-bed have paled in com¬ 
parison. 

But there are other classes of conjugal averts which 
are derived in a similar manner from both sexes. Thus 
there can be no doubt that many instances of aversion 
are owing to the conventional marriages of the day. 
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However well the Frenchman may enjoy his family life, 
or the Frenchwoman her family freedom, it remains none 
the less true that the American’s nature does not as yet 
take kindly to the marriage-bed that has come simply as 
the result of purchase or other arrangement. Post-nuptial 
contentment follows in such natures quite exclusively 
upon ante-nuptial attractions; and every attempt to vio¬ 
late this may result disastrously in many ways. Still 
other instances of aversion are discoverable among those 
whose disparity of age awakens disgust rather than satis¬ 
faction in the more youthful party. That Roger Chilling- 
worth could not awaken the physiological responsiveness 
in Hester Prynne that Arthur Dimmesdale could, is at¬ 
tested amply by the mere presence of little Pearl; while 
Robert Browning’s Count Guido acknowledging 

“ But myself am old, 

I am past my prime, I scare the woman-world,” 

more than half sees why Pompilia should exclaim: “ Life 
means with me successful feigning death.” 

More than once have I seen the “ feigning-death ” 
expression on the countenance of some young wife al¬ 
most successfully trying to tolerate the presence of her 
woman-scaring husband. A recent case would enlist the 
sympathy of Mephistopheles himself. 

Finally, that differences of taste and occasionally of 
the deeper religious convictions, and that such other 
conditions, as unsatisfied aestheticism and intellectual 
yearnings, should result eventually in conjugal aversion, 
is not to be wondered at when we consider how much of 
each one’s real life is made up of these elements, and 
that each individual is a summation of every element, 
from the animal to the spiritual. Dorothea Brookes mar¬ 
ried to Edward Casaubon realized most terribly the force 
of George Elliot’s words concerning it: “There is hardly 
any conduct more depressing to a young, ardent creature 
than that of a mind in which years full of knowledge 
seem to have issued in a blank absence of interest and 
“ sympathyand we have undoubtedly all seen the deep 
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intense stragglings of sensitive natures, as found in the 
persons o£ the Robert Elsmeres and the Catherine 
Leyburns of our acquaintance. 

These conclusions, then, with reference to the origin 
of the neuro-psychical element in conjugal aversion are 
more or less tenable, namely: 

1st. In unaccountable idiosyncrasy—a perversion of 
sensibility involving not only peculiar functional, but 
perhaps structural characteristics. 2d. In unsatisfactory 
retrospection. 3d. In inheritance and wrong trainings. 
4th. Incidental impressions from ignorant and irrespon¬ 
sible sources. 5th. Marital preferences outside the legit¬ 
imate companionship. 6th. Dominant attractiveness of 
third parties. 7th. Disparities of age, taste, religion, and 
the like. How the future will lead to modifications of 
our knowledge of the subject we may now only affirm 
that greater distinctness and comprehensiveness will 
surely result. 

As to remedy, like many another disease, conjugal 
aversion is more easily described than remedied. We 
may invoke every help from pride and ambition and 
conscience, we may anathematize and excommunicate, 
we may preach and drug, yet find in the end that there 
is no sort of magical Puck with his 

“ Little Western flower, 

Before milk-white, now purple with love’s reward.” 

To prove beyond doubt that 

“ The juice of it on sleeping eyelids laid 
Will make man or woman madly dote 
Upon the next live creature it sees.” 

And even if we should ever be so fortunate as to find 
such a potent remedy, we may safely anticipate that our 
Titanias and our Demetriuses will be quite as sure to 
wish and love and long for and evermore be true to the 
wrong party as otherwise. The fact is when Helen pre¬ 
fers Paris to Menelaus, not even the fall of a Troy can 
clear up matters so they will stay. 
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Effective prophylaxis, then, is our wisest hope. When 
we ask in what this should consist, we at once think of cer¬ 
tain educational and social and possibly legal measures 
which might prove useful. Thus, there can be no ques¬ 
tion that proper instruction of those about to marry 
would save many from subsequent disappointment and 
aversion; or that proper notions about the sexual func¬ 
tion and the sexual relations, and the care of the sexual 
organs; or that a more exalted idea of marriage itself 
would be a source of safety to others. While when we 
come to the management of a case in hand we cannot 
doubt that even local restorations and cures, recuperation 
of the nerve and brain elements, and timely instruction 
regarding the dangers and disasters attendant upon way¬ 
ward longings and imaginations and solicitations will 
have much to do with obviating some of the more distant 
results. But always in connection with these cases there 
will arise the subject of social and legal readjustment 
and reconstruction—such a change in practices as shall 
insure to more people a proper marriage and relieve 
more people from the dangerous tension of those that are 
improper. But who is wise enough or presumptuous 
enough to undertake any sort of advice in this direction ? 
Of all the attempts at readjustment of marital companion¬ 
ship that have come under my observation one only has 
resulted successfully. The woman, a zealous prude, has 
been re-married to an easy-going dolt for a number of 
years, and they seem to thrive happily. And the man, 
energetic and business full, has likewise found one to 
love and live with in mutual satisfaction. But the road 
out from the incompatible to the compatible seems, as a 
rule, to have no guide-boards that can be depended upon. 
And Pity will have need to follow hard after him who 
does not thoroughly believe this to be true. 
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HYSTERO-HYPNOTISM. 

Fries (Centralbl. f. Nervenheilk. und Psych.) describes 
a case of hystero-hypnotic condition, which came on after 
trauma, in a young man, a locomotive stoker. Three or 
four weeks after the accident, which was one of contu¬ 
sion above the right eye and which had healed by first 
intention, the patient had a sudden attack of complete 
loss of motion, with eyes set and staring. He did not 
seem to be unconscious, but there was complete forget¬ 
fulness of everything. During this condition of alienation 
he responded to suggestions promptly. The case was 
treated by excision of the scar and suggestion, the ulti¬ 
mate result being a perfect cure. B. M. 



